
Psychology, 2020, 11, 1381-1400 
https://www.scirp.org/journal/psych 

ISSN Online: 2152-7199 
ISSN Print: 2152-7180 

 

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2020.119089  Sep. 29, 2020 1381 Psychology 
 

 
 
 

What Makes a Leader? An Investigation into the 
Relationship between Leader Emergence  
and Effectiveness 

Luke Treglown1,2*, Stephen Cuppello1, Jayson Darby1, Sonya Bendriem3, Scott Mackintosh3, 
Merle Ballaigues4, Ian MacRae5, Adrian Furnham6 

1Thomas International, Marlow, United Kingdom  
2University College London, London, United Kingdom 
3Aptology, San Francisco, California, United States of America 
4Thomas International, Oakville, Canada 
5High Potential Psychology Ltd., London, United Kingdom 
6Norwegian Business School (BI), Nydalsveien, Oslo, Norway  

 
 
 

Abstract 
Are the traits that predict leadership emergence the same that predict leader-
ship effectiveness? How do leader attributes play either a direct or dynamic 
role in predicting organisational outcomes? This paper presents an investiga-
tion into the personality-performance relationship to address these questions. 
936 general population and 198 senior leadership participants took the High 
Potential Trait Indicator (HPTI). The first part examined how levels of per-
sonality traits differentiated leaders from a general population. The second 
examined the relationship between leader personality, competencies and or-
ganizational success to assess whether the traits of leader emergence are the 
same as effectiveness. Additionally, this section simultaneously examined the 
role of leader traits and attributes play in predicting organizational perfor-
mance. The results indicated that all six HPTI traits were associated with 
leader emergence. However, only three—Adjustment, Risk Approach, and 
Ambiguity Acceptance—were also positively predictive of leadership effec-
tiveness. Curiosity showed mixed benefits for leaders, whilst Conscientious-
ness and Competitiveness did not differentiative leader effectiveness. Addi-
tionally, leader attributes were found not to predict performance. This paper 
offers novel insight into the important role of personality in distinguishing 
leader emergence as well as leader effectiveness. Implications are discussed in 
relation to models of leadership and potential, as well as for practice include 
identifying high potential talent and diversity in psychometric testing. 
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1. Introduction 

There is a growing interest in Organisational Psychology to understand both the 
personality traits that predict leadership emergence, as well as how traits of 
leaders impact the success of their organisation (Colbert et al., 2014; Waldman & 
Yammarino, 1999). Academics have conceptualised personality in two ways: 
how a person thinks about themselves, and how others think about that person 
(Hogan & Kaiser, 2005). It describes the “fundamental, consistent aspects of how 
a person thinks and reacts emotionally, and how those reactions influence be-
haviour” (MacRae & Furnham, 2014). Models of leadership, including Behrendt 
et al.’s (2017) integrative model of leadership behaviour, allude to personality as 
an important mechanism of effective leadership as a function of task-orientation 
(to accomplish objectives) and relation-orientation (to be able to influence fol-
lowers to invest efforts in task-orientated objectives). 

Personality researchers argued that personality traits contribute to leader emer-
gence in two ways: firstly, traits are argued to contribute to the speed at which 
someone is promoted to leadership because these traits contribute to an em-
ployee’s work ethic, dependability, and reliability (Furnham et al., 2013); sec-
ondly, personality has been shown to influence leader emergence as a function of 
political or networking skills (Furnham et al., 2013). Teodorescu, Furnham, and 
Macrae (2017) investigated associations between personality traits and leader 
emergence, finding personality to be predictive of objective measures of leader-
ship emergence (e.g. promotion rates), with Conscientiousness being the strong-
est predictor. Personality has been shown to reliably explain variance in leader-
ship emergence (Ensari et al., 2011), with recent studies showing that traits such 
as Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Openness, and Agreeableness being predic-
tive of emergence (Judge et al., 2002). 

Whilst it is useful to understand the role of personality in leadership emer-
gence, studies have also looked at the scale of the impact that leaders have on an 
organisation. One study found that 14% of an organisation’s performance is at-
tributable to their CEO (Joyce et al., 2003). If senior leaders account for a sig-
nificant amount of organisational performance, and personality predicts which 
leaders rise to top, it suggests that CEO personality should have a significant 
impact on organisational performance as a function of the CEOs approach to 
leadership style and decision-making style. However, this is not always the case. 
There is an interesting discord between the traits associated with leadership 
emergence and leadership effectiveness (e.g. Grijalva et al., 2015). For instance, 
leader levels of Conscientiousness (i.e. tendencies to be orderly, forward plan-
ning, thorough, and achievement orientated; Goldberg, 1992) have been argued 
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to have both positive and negative implications for leader effectiveness (Harris et 
al., 2019; Hogan & Hogan, 2001; Judge et al., 2009). Judge et al. (2002) found 
certain traits to be predictive of emergence but not of effectiveness. Scholars 
have therefore criticised the current literature’s focus on leadership personality 
as being too narrow, lacking coherence, and instead promoting a fragmented 
understanding of leadership individual difference (e.g. Zaccaro et al., 2018).  

As such, there have been calls for research to examine and address how addi-
tional leadership attributes, beyond leader traits, play a direct or dynamic role in 
predicting proximal or distal organisational outcomes (e.g. Judge et al., 2002; 
Harris et al., 2019; Zaccaro et al., 2018; Ng et al., 2008; Tuncdogan et al., 2017). 
One such approach has been to shift from predictor-centric analysis (i.e. “what 
does trait X predict in the work context?”) to one that is more criterion-centric 
(i.e. “how do we predict outcome Y?”) (Bartram, 2005). As such, the role of 
leadership competencies that categorise specific behaviours, styles, and ap-
proaches have been used as both criterion and predictor variables in leadership 
research (e.g. Barrett & Depinet, 1991). However, there have been critics of the 
use of competency metrics as predictor variables, primarily because it is argued 
that it is hard to distinguish competencies from performance when frameworks 
are typically characterised in relation to performance outcomes (e.g. Markus 
et al., 2005). As such, there is a lack of consensus in the role of competencies as 
predictors of objective performance. Few studies have, however, looked at the 
combined role of personality and competencies in predictive objective perform-
ance; for instance, leadership competencies could play an interactive role in the 
relationship between personality and performance, uncovering how specific be-
havioural manifestations of traits contribute to performance. 

This paper presents an opportunity to examine several theoretical questions in 
the leadership literature. Firstly, to what extent does personality predict both 
leadership emergence and effectiveness? As previous research has demonstrated 
that the personality-emergence and personality-performance relationship differs 
on job context (e.g. business versus military leadership), this study will examine 
how personality traits differ in leader compared to a general working population 
sample. This will provide insight into whether there are traits that universally fa-
cilitate leader emergence. Secondly, to what extent does personality predict lead-
ership effectiveness? Additionally, are these traits similar to those that predict 
leader emergence? This study will examine the role of leader personality in rela-
tion to organisational outcomes, with reference to how leadership competencies 
interactive with traits to influence leader effectiveness. However, due to the lack 
of literature on the combined effect of personality and leadership competencies 
on organisational performance, this part of the study will be exploratory in nature. 

2. Method 
2.1. Participants 

A general population sample was created to understand the localized trait dis-
tributions for the six HPTI traits. All volunteered to take part in an organisa-
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tional research programme on the validation of personality tests. The sample 
consisted on 936 participants, 501 (54%) of which were female and with a mean 
age of 37.95 years (SD = 13.37). The most frequent level of education in the gen-
eral population sample was qualification at Bachelor level (n = 236, 25%), with 
the next more frequent being qualification at high school level (n = 182, 19%) 
and college/non-university certificate (n = 157, 17%). Most participants were in 
some form of full-time employment (n = 705, 75%), with 10% being in part-time 
employment (n = 96), 6% were students (n = 60), and 2% unemployed (n = 17). 
Employed participants came from 28 different industries, with the most frequent 
being Education (n = 100, 11%), Retail (n = 96, 10%), and Health (n = 88, 9%). 

Data on 198 executive leaders from Canada and the USA was gathered to es-
tablish a separate leadership sample. The senior leadership sample comprised of 
71 female (35.8%) and 127 male (64.2%) leaders, with a mean age of 48.6 years 
(SD = 8.26). Leaders’ organizational tenure ranged from less than one year (n = 
10, 5%) to more than 20 years (n = 28, 14%), whilst most leaders’ tenure in their 
current role ranged from 6 months to 6 years (n = 131, 66%). The most common 
level of education within the leadership sample was a qualification at Masters 
level (n = 70, 35%), with qualifications at Bachelors (n = 54, 27%), Honors (n = 
37, 19%), and college level (n = 18, 9%) being the next most common. Finally, 
leaders were selected from 22 different industries, with Manufacturing (n = 31, 
16%), Information Technology (n = 17, 9%) and Financial Institutions (n = 16, 
8%) being the most common. The leaders that participated in the study com-
pleted the HPTI and an additional questionnaire that gathered information on 
organizational performance and leadership competencies.  

2.2. Materials 

High Potential Trait Indicator (HPTI; MacRae & Furnham, 2014; MacRae, 
2012)—MacRae and Furnham created a taxonomy of personality at work, the 
High Potential Traits Inventory (HPTI), based on Silzer and Church’s (2009a, 
2009b) theoretical framework of potential. The HPTI was designed to provide an 
accurate, valid and clear measure of personality at work and can be used to in-
vestigate which personality traits in the workplace might predict career success 
and thus predict high potential. Originally composed of ten factors and charac-
teristics related to success and leadership capability, the traits were recombined 
into six common factors (MacRae, 2012): Conscientiousness, Adjustment, Curi-
osity, Ambiguity Acceptance, Risk Approach, and Competitiveness. Descriptions 
of the traits and how they relate to the Big Five taxonomy of personality can be 
found in Table 1.  

HPTI represents a 78-item measure of personality traits directly relevant to 
workplace behaviours, thoughts and perceptions. Teodorescu et al. (2017) used the 
HPTI to investigate associations between personality traits and measures of career 
success, in a sample of 383 employed individuals. Previous research has shown 
the HPTI to have good internal reliability, with alphas ranging from α = .72 (Risk 
Approach) to α = .80 (Curiosity; MacRae & Furnham, 2014; MacRae, 2012). 
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Table 1. HPTI trait descriptions. 

HPTI Trait Description 

Conscientiousness Focused on goals and self-motivation. 

Adjustment Fewer feelings of stress and calm under pressure. 

Curiosity Enjoy novelty, learning, and variety. 

Risk Approach 
Proactive in confronting challenging situations and 
difficult conversations. 

Ambiguity Acceptance Thrive on uncertainty and complexity. 

Competitiveness Enjoys positions of power, influence, and recognition. 

 
Leadership Competencies—A literature review was conducted on categorisa-

tions and taxonomies of leadership competencies, focusing on personality traits, 
competencies, and behavioural studies. From this research, an initial list of 79 
traits were highlighted as being important for leadership effectiveness. These 
were thematically clustered in order to create fifteen distinct leadership compe-
tencies (shown in Table 2). Leaders were asked to select their top five personal 
leadership strengths, which were scored from 5 (top strength picked) to 1 (fifth 
strength picked). Unselected competencies were scored as 0. In the analysis, 
these ratings gauged both whether the leader considered the competency to be a 
strength, as well as the extent to which they saw this as a strength.  

Organisational Performance Metrics—As the leadership sample for this study 
wanted to remain anonymous, data on self-report measures of performance were 
gathered to assess organisational performance metrics. Performance was defined 
using the Dynamic Multi-Dimensional Performance Model (Maltz et al., 2003), 
which looked not only at financial outcomes, but also at measures the mar-
ket/customer, process, people development, and future aspects of a business. The 
following aspects were reported on: annual revenue, attrition (%), revenue 
growth, EBITDA growth, employee engagement, promotions or roles filled by 
internal roles (%), performance targets met (%), time to market, innovation, to-
tal sales growth, net profit margin, customer satisfaction, customer retention, 
retention of top talent, and overall performance (previous eight rated on a com-
parative likert scale from 1 [significantly worse than other competitors in your 
industry] and 5 [significantly better than other competitors in your industry]). 

3. Results 

ANOVAs were run to test for any potential differences in Canadian and Ameri-
can personality for the general population and leadership samples. No signifi-
cant differences were seen between the two countries on two of the six traits 
(Conscientiousness and Competitiveness). For three of the significant differ-
ences, the effect sizes did not reach the cut off for small (Adjustment, η2 = .001; 
Risk Approach, η2 = .009; Ambiguity Acceptance; η2 = .005) and the final differ-
ence was at the lower border of small (Curiosity; η2 = .014). As no medium or 
large differences were seen between the two groups, the sample was combined. 
The results can be found in Table 3. 
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Table 2. Descriptions of the 15 leadership competencies derived from literature review. 

Competency Description 
Competency Characteristics 

from the Literature 

Integrative 
thinker 

Absorbs and integrates complex 
and contrasting information from 
diverse sources as a preferred 
problem-solving strategy. 

Integrative thinking; absorptive capacity; 
thinking divergently about new ways of 
doing things; handling eve-increasing 
cognitive complexity; quick learner. 

Strategic 
visionary 

Creates a sense of purpose for 
the future; vividly describes their 
vision and provides direction 
for how to get there. 

Future-orientation; display excellent strategic 
vision; vividly describes their vision of the 
future and how to get there; visionary; provide 
vision and direction; growth orientation; 
conceptualising possibilities in a virtual world; 
strategic perspective; strategic planning. 

Adaptable 
& flexible 

Resilient and adaptable to change; 
thrives in a complex and 
uncertain environment. 

Behavioural complexity; capacity to change; 
has the flexibility to change opinions; 
adapting to constantly; shifting power and 
influence; tolerating environment of risk and 
ambiguity; showing resilience in the face of 
constant change; change management 

Innovator 

Confidently drives change; 
is open to new ideas and 
approaches; fosters a creative 
and participative environment. 

Is open to new ideas and approaches show 
openness to new ideas and foster 
organisational learning; inventing 
(enabling and empowering others to create 
new processing/ideas to help move org 
forward) drive change and innovation; 
being brave in challenging how things are 
being done; having the confidence to take 
the lead in driving change 

Empowers 
others 

Fosters a learning culture; 
motivates others to challenge 
themselves and take ownership; 
provides safety for trial and error. 

Empower others to self-organise (allow others 
to make mistakes and empower them to make 
decisions); provides goals and objectives with 
loose guidelines/direction; provides safety for 
trial and error; sets growth goals/motivate 
others to stretch themselves; participative; 
empower others in organization; 
transformational leadership; investing huge 
amounts of energy into getting things right, 
try, fail, try again; participative management 

Talent-builder 

Priotizes people and their 
development; capitalizes on 
individual talent and drives a 
high performance culture. 

Helps me grow into a next-generation leader; 
exploits and maintains core competencies 
(resources and capabilities)/knowledge 
management; developed and mobilization of 
human capital (knowledge and skills;) 
build talent for competitive advantage; 
employee development 

Leads 
with integrity 

Values-driven ambassador, 
uncompromising in their personal 
moral and ethical standards. 

Demonstrates strong ethics and provides a 
sense of safety; has high ethical and moral 
standards; integrity; self sacrificial 

Fosters 
a culture 
of unity 

and belonging 

Effective at developing team 
cohesion, a sense of connection 
and trust; successful at 
encouraging individuals to work 
together towards a common goal. 

Nurtures growth; 
foster a sense of connection and belonging 
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Continued 

Collaborator 

Identifies and leverages the skills 
of others; rapidly creates synergy 
in complex networks through 
working in partnerships. 

Creates a feeling of succeeding and failing 
together; team integrator; collaborative team 
orientation; create synergies through working 
in partnership collaborating with ease across 
many different teams; valuing the contribution 
of new work partners and different interest 
groups; building collaborative relationships 

Effective 
communicator 

Sets clear expectations; 
communicates openly, honestly 
and frequently; knows how to 
modify for diverse audiences. 

Communicates clear expectations; 
communicates often and openly; 
create a climate of reciprocal trust; 
create warm collaborative relationships 

Charismatic & 
inspirational 

Projects optimism and energy; 
persuasive and charismatic 
even in times of crisis; 
inspires commitment. 

Inspiring and motivational; project optimism 
and energy; charismatic and persuasive 
(even in times of crisis); inspires and 
motivates through action; inspirational 
persuade and influence stakeholders; inspire 
people to follow them; inspiring commitment 

Social and 
emotional 

intelligence 

Exhibits high levels of 
self-awareness; recognises and 
understands their emotions 
as well as those of others; 
harnesses this insight to have 
effective interactions and drive 
performance with a diverse 
range of people. 

Managerial wisdom social intelligence; 
emotional intelligence; understands 
others and owns emotions 

Customer 
acumen 

Keen and quick to gain insight 
on customers and market; 
applies the insight for 
competitive advantage. 

Seek to get inside customers’ minds, 
understand their needs and wants; 
show commercial acumen and 
business judgment 

Decisive & 
accountable 

Executes and achieves results 
through quick and effective 
decision making even with 
limited information; 
follows through and takes 
ownership of outcomes. 

Creates sense of purpose effective 
organizational culture; culture of 
knowledge sharing 

Proactive 
conflict 

manager 

Comfortable with handling 
difficult situations; 
tackles conflict head-on and uses 
it as an opportunity to improve. 

Decisive execute and achieve results 
through their people making decisions 
quickly without all of the information; 
taking initiative 

 
Additional analysis was conducted to check for gender differences in per-

sonality. The sample was 64% male and 36% female. Whilst the gender ratio is 
skewed, it is more balanced than what is seen currently in North America: e.g. in 
2017, 29% of senior management positions were held by women in Canada (Ca-
nadian Labor Statistic, 2017). For the leadership sample, tests found no signifi-
cant differences between gender for any of the HPTI traits. For the population 
sample, only two significant differences were seen, with men scoring higher than 
women on Adjustment, Risk Approach and Competitiveness, but the effect size 
of these differences were negligible or small (η2 = .009, η2 = .021 and .019 respec-
tively). The results can be found in Table 4. 

https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2020.119089


L. Treglown et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2020.119089 1388 Psychology 
 

Table 3. Means, standard deviation, and results of ANOVA for HPTI by country. 

 

Total 
(n = 1134) 

Canada 
(n = 725) 

USA 
(n = 409) F-Score (η) 

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) 

Conscientiousness 57.5 (15.5) 58.1 (15.0) 56.5 (16.3) 2.84 (.003) 

Adjustment 58.8 (18.0) 60.1 (17.7) 56.5 (18.2) 9.96** (.001) 

Curiosity 55.3 (14.3) 56.6 (14.0) 53.0 (14.4) 16.6*** (.014) 

Risk Approach 54.9 (14.2) 55.9 (13.8) 53.2 (14.6) 9.92** (.009) 

Ambiguity Acceptance 51.7 (12.5) 52.2 (12.7) 50.6 (12.0) 5.18* (.005) 

Competitiveness 50.3 (14.1) 50.2 (14.0) 50.5 (14.2) 0.134 (.000) 

Note: *** = p < .001; ** = p < .01; * = p < .05. 

 
Table 4. Means, standard deviation, and results of ANOVA for HPTI by gender. 

 

Total 
(n = 1134) 

Male 
(n = 562) 

Female 
(n = 572) F-Score (η) 

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) 

Conscientiousness 57.5 (15.5) 58.1 (16.0) 56.9 (15.0) 1.67 (.001) 

Adjustment 58.8 (18.0) 60.5 (18.6) 57.0 (17.2) 10.6** (.009) 

Curiosity 55.3 (14.3) 55.5 (14.6) 55.0 (13.9) 0.347 (.000) 

Risk Approach 54.9 (14.2) 57.0 (14.1) 52.9 (14.0) 24.2*** (.021) 

Ambiguity Acceptance 51.7 (12.5) 52.6 (12.7) 50.8 (12.2) 5.99 (.005) 

Competitiveness 50.3 (14.1) 52.3 (13.9) 48.4 (14.0) 22.3*** (.019) 

Note: *** = p < .001; ** = p < .01; * = p < .001. 
 
ANOVAs were run to assess whether leader personality differs significantly 

from the general population. Results can be found in Table 5. The results indi-
cated that leaders had significantly higher means for all six HPTI traits. Only one 
difference was small in effect size (Competitiveness; η2 = .030), one was medium 
(Curiosity; η2 = .067), and the rest had large effect sizes.  

Structural equation modelling was used to analyse the relationship between 
leaders’ HPTI traits, self-rated leadership strengths, and organisational out-
comes. The results of this can be seen in Figure 1. The chi-squared statistic was 
non-significant (χ2 (81) = 84.9; p = .361), with other fit metrics indicating an ex-
cellent model of the data: χ2/df = 1.05; CFI = .99; TLI = .97; RMSEA = .019. The 
direct impact of HPTI on organisational performance were: Curiosity was posi-
tively predictive of higher Sales Revenue Growth but negatively predictive of In-
dividual Performance Targets; Ambiguity Acceptance was positively predictive 
of higher annual Organisational Revenue; Risk Approach was positively predic-
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tive of achieving a greater proportion of Performance Targets; and Adjustment 
was positively predictive of Performance Targets, Net Profit Margin Growth, 
Innovation, higher rates of Talent Retention, higher rates of Customer Satisfac-
tion, and higher perceived Organisational Performance. Leaders that had Strate-
gic Vision and Effective Communication as leadership strengths were seen to 
have higher rates of positions filled by internal applicants (indicating a focus on 
internal development and promotion). Finally, HPTI was also predictive of what 
leadership competencies leaders viewed as strengths: Competitiveness was nega-
tively predictive of being a Collaborator; Curiosity was positively predictive of 
Empowering Others and Innovation but negatively predictive of Leading with 
Integrity; and Adjustment was negatively predictive of being a Proactive Conflict 
Manager. 

 
Table 5. Means, standard deviation, and results of ANOVA for HPTI by leadership. 

 

Total 
(n = 1134) 

Leader Sample 
(n = 198) 

Population Sample 
(n = 936) F-Score (η) 

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) 

Conscientiousness 57.5 (15.5) 70.7 (14.9) 54.7 (14.1) 204.9*** (.153) 

Adjustment 58.8 (18.0) 81.4 (9.18) 54.0 (15.6) 567.1*** (.334) 

Curiosity 55.3 (14.3) 63.3 (14.0) 53.6 (13.7) 81.7*** (.067) 

Risk Approach 54.9 (14.2) 68.1 (11.7) 52.2 (13.1) 251.5*** (.182) 

Ambiguity Acceptance 51.7 (12.5) 65.1 (9.84) 48.8 (11.0) 371.7*** (.247) 

Competitiveness 50.3 (14.1) 55.6 (12.4) 49.2 (14.1) 35.1*** (.030) 

Note: *** = p < .001; ** = p < .01; * = p < .05. 

 

 
Figure 1. Results from the SEM. 
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4. Discussion 

This paper examined the role of personality in leadership emergence and effec-
tiveness simultaneously, with the aim to understand how specific traits distin-
guish those employees who become leaders compared to what drives success in 
those roles. Additionally, this study aimed to address calls by scholars to extent 
leader trait research by exploring the interactive role of leader attributes on or-
ganisational outcomes. 

Traits of Leader Emergence and Effectiveness 
The first aim of this study was to examine the role of personality in both lea-

dership emergence and effectiveness. Meta-analyses have indicated that certain 
traits might play an important role for each process (Judge et al., 2002). How-
ever, there is little research looking at the emergence and effectiveness simul-
taneously to address whether there is uniformity between the traits of emer-
gence and effectiveness. If there is continuity in the traits associated with both 
processes, it indicates that there are potentially universal leadership benefits to 
specific traits. If there is discord, however, what does this reveal about how we 
should theorize the personality-leadership relationship for emergence and effec-
tiveness? 

Looking firstly at emergence, results explored variability in leader personality 
from the general population. Leaders were found to have higher levels of all six 
HPTI traits compared to the general population. The largest differentiator be-
tween leaders and non-leaders were Adjustment and Conscientiousness (as de-
termined by effect size), which supports previous research in this space, finding 
that lower neuroticism and higher conscientiousness are two of the biggest pre-
dictors of leadership (Judge et al., 2002). Several meta-analyses have shown that 
emotional stability is related to leadership, with Judge et al. (2002) finding it to 
correlate with leadership emergence and Bono and Judge (2004) showing it to be 
a consistent correlate of transformational leadership. Additionally, large differ-
ences were seen in Ambiguity Acceptance and Risk Approach. Previous research 
has argued that personality represents the most important, distinguishing cha-
racteristic from leaders and non-leaders (Hogan & Judge, 2013). Models such as 
Silzer and Church’s (2009a, 2009b) model of potential and the integrative model 
of leadership behavior (Behrendt et al., 2017) position stable traits, such as per-
sonality, as the means by which individuals can be successful via achievement- 
and relationship-orientated. Ensari et al.’s (2011) meta-analysis argued for the 
utility of the Big Five model as a means for identifying leadership emergence. 
This adds to the literature by broadening our understanding of what characteris-
tics and traits contribute to emergence. Previous research has found that being 
assertive (i.e. Risk Approach) and comfortable operating under uncertainty (i.e. 
Ambiguity Acceptance) are also important to leadership success (e.g. Pollanen et 
al., 2017; Slawinski et al., 2017), but this study is the first to show the extent to 
which leaders need to have these skills to differentiate themselves from other 
employees. 
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This study continues the trend of leader trait research, demonstrating that 
personality acts as a foundational dimension in identifying those who go on to 
leadership positions. As “bright” taxonomies of personality outline traits that 
relate to the interpersonal behaviours we exhibit when we are being purposeful, 
positive, and at our best (Hogan et al., 1994), it suggests that leads have more of 
these traits that average population. However, as mentioned previously, studies 
have shown a disconnection between some traits that predict leadership emer-
gence compared to the traits that predict success in this role. The second aim of 
this study was to examine the role of personality in leader effectiveness. 

Exploratory analysis through SEM revealed that certain traits—namely Ad-
justment, Risk Approach, and Ambiguity Acceptance—had positive impacts on 
leadership effectiveness. Leaders that were willing to proactively confront diffi-
cult situations and decisions at work (i.e. Risk Approach) had achieved a higher 
proportion of organisational performance targets. The ability to be decisive (a 
related construct to Risk Approach) and implement strategic decisions (in place 
of strategic planning) has been shown to increase organisational performance 
(Pollanen et al., 2017).  

Being a more secure and relaxed, even under pressure (i.e. high Adjustment), 
was associated with a range of positive organisational outcomes, including higher 
performance targets, net profit margin growth, innovation, higher rates of talent 
retention, higher rates of customer satisfaction, and higher perceived organisa-
tional performance. Neuroticism (i.e. low Adjustment) has been shown to con-
sistently negatively correlate with leadership potential and performance (e.g. 
Judge et al., 2002; Barrick et al., 2001). Theories such as the Job Demand-Resource 
model (JDR; Bakker & Demerouti, 2014) argue that successful leaders are better 
able to allocate psychological resources to deal with pressure and stress, meaning 
they continue to have the needed resources for completing their role successfully 
(Dixon et al., 2017).  

There has been little research on the influence of tolerance of ambiguity or 
uncertainty and performance, both at an employee and organisational level. 
However, research has found that uncertainty avoidance and short-termism in 
organisations is predictive of inaction on climate change (Slawinksi et al., 2017). 
If inaction is a common symptom of leadership styles that are characterised by 
uncertainty avoidance, it can be expected that leaders will be inactive in other 
areas of the business. Building on this, research has suggested that organisa-
tions in high uncertainty avoidance cultures are characterised by lower corpo-
rate risk-taking (Li et al., 2013), supporting the notion of inaction or unwilling-
ness for an organisation to venture into new territories due to uncertainty of 
success (i.e. a measure of corporate risk-taking was R&D investments, which have 
commonly been regarded as an indicator of risk due to the low likelihood of 
success for most R&D projects as well as distant and uncertain return on in-
vestments (Bargeron et al., 2010). As a consequence, this inaction or failure to 
innovate could stagnate business operations and lead to lower overall organisa-
tional revenue. Future research should look to further explore whether inaction 
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plays a mediating role in explaining the relationship between Ambiguity Accep-
tance and organisational revenue. 

However, the SEM revealed that certain traits that were predictive of emer-
gence either have a negative or mixed impact on criteria of leader effectiveness. 
This was mainly seen for Curiosity, a trait marked by high openness, creativity, 
imagination, and cognitive complexity. Laursen & Salter’s (2014) research has 
suggested the relationship is curvilinear, with excessive levels of curiosity having 
a negative impact on performance. Additionally, research has also indicated that 
having higher scores on Curiosity-related facets (e.g. fantasy on Openness to 
Experience) is associated with greater procrastination (Schouwenburg & Lay, 
1995) and lower ability to meet deadlines (Kim et al., 2017), implying that the 
highly curious are less able to complete tasks due to becoming distracted. This is 
partially reflected in the current study, as leaders with higher Curiosity were 
found to have achieved a lower proportion of performance targets. However, 
leader Curiosity was positively associated with increased organisational sales 
growth. Previous research has found a positive relationship between employee 
creativity and sales, but only in instances of high-quality leader-member ex-
change (Martinaityte & Sacramento, 2013). The relationship between leader Cu-
riosity and sales growth could, therefore, be the result of leaders fostering higher 
quality relationships with their employees as a result of sharing a similar passion 
for novelty and creativity. Additionally, work-related curiosity has been linked to 
worker innovation (Celik et al., 2016), which could indicate that leaders with 
higher levels of curiosity are generating innovative products or solutions that 
compete better in market. However, the absence of a relationship between leader 
curiosity and organisational innovation indicates that this link is not a necessary 
requisite to drive sales growth. Future research should focus on exploring this 
relationship further, examining potential interaction variables that explain the 
when leader curiosity and innovation impacts sales growth, as well as where em-
ployee-leader homophily in curiosity or creativity predicts better leader-member 
exchange relationships and consequential sales performance. 

Interestingly Conscientiousness and Competitiveness did not have a signifi-
cant impact on leadership effectiveness in the SEM. Conscientiousness has pre-
viously been shown to be one of the single biggest predictors of leadership suc-
cess (Teodorescu et al., 2017). However recent research has shown that the posi-
tive impact of conscientiousness could be negated by other leader attributes, 
which moderate the conscientiousness-performance relationship by altering the 
behavioural manifestation of conscientiousness (Harris et al., 2019). Addition-
ally, Judge and Bono (2000) found that conscientiousness was not significantly 
predictive of transformational leadership, particularly after controlling for other 
Big 5 traits, arguing that highly conscientious leaders might hinder their success 
by failing to delegate and engage in overly close supervision. As high levels of 
Competitiveness are associated with a desire for recognition, power, and to win 
against others, it could hinder leader effectiveness by leaders prioritising the self 
over the performance of the team or organisation.  
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This study highlights the differing roles that personality traits play in leader 
emergence and effectiveness. There appear to be certain traits that are univer-
sally beneficially for leadership, namely Adjustment, Risk Approach, and Am-
biguity Acceptance. Combining theories of leadership emergence (e.g. Furnham 
et al., 2013) and models of leadership (e.g. Behrendt et al., 2017), these traits ap-
pear to reflect an individual’s ability to demonstrate task-orientation (e.g. de-
pendability, work ethic) and the ability to build and utilise relationships within 
the workplace (e.g. ability to remain calm under pressure and guide others). 
However, certain traits that are associated with emergence were not consistently 
associated with effectiveness. Arguments could be that there is a reduced range 
of these traits, meaning there is not a large enough variance in levels of a trait to 
be able to fully establish or distinguish the performance of leaders. However, the 
range of leader trait scores (as seen in Table 5) did not appear to be apparently 
different from the range of scores seen in the general population. For Another 
reason for this could be that these traits only show a positive impact on effec-
tiveness in the presence of other leadership attributes. There is a need for future 
theories and studies of leadership to better understand why traits that promote 
someone to leadership do not manifest into increased performance.  

Leadership, Competencies and Performance 
The second aim of this study aimed to address calls by scholars to extent leader 

trait research by exploring the interactive role of leader attributes on organisa-
tional outcomes. Interestingly though, leadership competencies only signifi-
cantly predicted one organisational outcome: leaders that rated their strengths as 
Strategic Vision and Effective Communicator were seen to have higher rates of 
internal promotions, prioritising internal candidates rather than ‘parachuting’ 
someone external in. Leader personality, however, was found to influence which 
competencies leaders perceived themselves to have. For instance, leaders with 
high Curiosity viewed innovation as one of their main leadership strengths. This 
result makes sense, as there are overlapping characteristics of innovation and 
Curiosity (e.g. creativity, imagination). Additionally, previous research found 
that innovative performance in organisations was explaining by leadership styles 
defined by seeking out novelty and experimenting with new ideas (Laursen & 
Salter, 2006). Leader Curiosity was also predictive of perceiving their leadership 
being characterised as empowering for others. Previous research has linked leader 
empowerment with increased employee creativity (Zhang & Bartol, 2010a, 2010b), 
moderated by leaders encouraging creativity. The results of this study indicate 
that highly curious leaders encourage and empower their employees to take 
equally novel and innovative approaches to their work. 

Leader Competitiveness was negatively predictive of whether they viewed be-
ing Collaborative as a leadership strength. The result is somewhat circular, as 
competing and co-operating have been argued to be mutually exclusive concepts 
or exist at opposite ends of the same continuum. Additionally, leaders who have 
a higher need for power (a trait associated with higher Competitiveness) are less 
likely to engage in co-operative behaviours (e.g. seeking out advice from others; 
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Tost et al., 2012). 
The results of this study provide further support for the important role that 

Adjustment has in leadership success. Additionally, leader Adjustment was nega-
tively related to using Proactive Conflict Manager. Previous research has sug-
gested that neuroticism (low Adjustment) is positively related to using an avoidant 
(refraining from communicating with other) or obliging (neglecting own con-
cern to satisfy needs of other) style of conflict management (Antonioni, 1998). 
Reviews of the literature also revealed that neuroticism is predictive of greater 
non-confrontational and compromising conflict strategies but causing people to 
be less likely to engage in confrontation conflict resolution (Moberg, 2001). The 
results of this study seem to suggest contradicting results to the previous litera-
ture, with highly emotionally adjusted leaders being less likely to proactively en-
gage in conflict management. The results indicate that these leaders could have a 
higher threshold for what they consider to be conflict or interpersonal issues that 
need ‘resolving’. Alternatively, this study analysed leadership competencies via a 
comparative, rank-order methodology. It could be that highly adjusted leaders 
simply choose alternative strategies (e.g. Effective Communicator) before Proac-
tive Conflict Management, which would have caused these contradictory results. 

However, no other competencies were able to explain significant variance in 
organisational outcomes after the role of leader personality. Scholars have called 
for research to investigate how additional leadership attributes explain variance 
in organisational outcomes (Zaccaro et al., 2018). However, this study found that 
leadership attributes either did not directly predict a large range of organisa-
tional outcomes or when they were predictive, no interaction effect was possible 
to examine because leader personality did not impact those outcomes (e.g. ex-
amining a potential mediating role of leader competencies). These results dem-
onstrate that, whilst the leader personality-performance relationship has been 
criticised previously for potentially being too narrow in its research scope, when 
leader traits and attributes are assessed simultaneously, personality traits are the 
primary predictors of organisational outcomes. This is potentially because leader 
traits and competencies are not distinct enough for competencies to uniquely 
explain variance in outcomes. If leader attributes are to play a direct or dynamic 
role in predicting organisational outcomes alongside leader traits, further re-
search is needed to identify which attributes are distinct enough from traits that 
they are able to account for additional or unique variance. 

Organisations, academics, and practitioners have a need to successfully iden-
tify their next generation of leaders; the “high potential” individuals that will go 
on to lead (MacRae & Furnham, 2014). To successfully identify “what good likes 
like” for a leader, it is important to understand how leader personality contrib-
utes to and influences organisational success. This present study offers insight 
into how specific personality traits differentiate those leaders that are driving 
performance in their organisation from those that are potentially hindering it. 
For academics in this field, it offers evidence for the direct and specific role that 
leader personality plays in explaining differences in organisational performance 
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metrics. For practitioners, it provides a framework for identifying the personal-
ity traits that identify potential by examining what is currently driving success. 

This study is not without limitations. The first limitation is the cross-section 
nature of this design. Leadership personality was collected alongside organisa-
tional performance data, potentially introducing error in establishing causality 
(Wright et al., 2003; Meier & Spector, 2013). However, the theoretical nature of 
the stability of personality and the volatility of outcome measures assessed pro-
vide reassurance that the assumed causality is accurate. However, future research 
should look to run longitudinal studies on leader personalities in predicting or-
ganisational performance one, three, and five years after personality assessment 
to understand the short, medium, and long-term impact of leader personality on 
organisational performance. Additionally, the reliance on self-report has been 
criticised by academics for potentially increasing common method variance 
(CMV) or monomethod bias, where statistically significant relationships are at-
tributable to the common methodology rather than actual relationships between 
phenomenon (e.g. Podsakoff et al., 2003). However, this study examined the po-
tential impact of CMV, finding that the chance was low. Additionally, scholars 
have criticism CMV for being a potential oversimplification or exaggeration 
(Spector, 2006). For instance, if CMV or monomethod bias was a holistic ex-
planation of potential bias, it doesn’t explain why studies that with large sam-
ples (i.e. n > 1500) that utilise only self-report measures do not find that all 
self-reported variables significantly correlate (e.g. see Boswell et al. 2004 for a 
study with 1600 participants on turnover intention with 40% of correlations be-
ing non-significant). Instead, researchers have argued that CMV does not have a 
symmetric impact on research, but instead the extent to which it causes bias 
varies depending on inherent bias within measurement styles themselves (e.g. 
social desirability; Spector, 2006). However, if researchers want to further the 
leadership literature and understand the personality-performance relationship, 
future studies should look to replicate these findings by designing studies that 
are multi-method, for instance by collecting observational or behavioural data 
for leader attributes, such as peer-, manager-, or team-reports of behaviour. Ad-
ditionally, a key limitation of this study is multiple testing (i.e. stepwise regres-
sions). Whilst forms of stepwise procedures in psychological analysis has been 
criticised for increasing the chance of Type I error (e.g. Henderson & Denison, 
1989), researchers have argued that analyses have a lower chance of inflating 
Type I error when studies have: 1) near zero sum of squares explained across 
steps, 2) small number of predictor variables, and/or 3) large sample size 
(Thompson, 1995). Additionally, the use of stepwise procedures has been ar-
gued to be beneficial in exploratory, predictive research (Menard, 1995) as well 
as have the implication of suppressing the overall explanatory power of outcome 
variables due to the exclusion of suppressor variables. Additionally, as a function 
of this analysis methodology the results are exploratory. Whilst this was the aim 
of the study, and for the criticisms mentioned above, there is a need for future 
research to confirm these findings with additional research. Future research 
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looking to confirm these results should be longitudinal in nature, with the three 
sets of variables being measured in temporal sequence to additionally overcome 
issues of cross-sectionality. Additionally, due to limitations of multiple testing, 
the confirmatory study should look to test an explicitly stated, restricted model. 

5. Conclusion and Practical Implications 

This study had two aims: firstly, are the traits that predict leadership emergence 
the same that predict leadership effectiveness? The exploratory results indicated 
that, whilst there are some traits that appear to be jointly beneficial, the rela-
tionship is not as straightforward as previously thought. Whilst all six HPTI 
traits were associated with leader emergence, only three (Adjustment, Risk Ap-
proach, and Ambiguity Acceptance) were shown to have a consistent positive 
impact on performance. Curiosity was found to have a negative impact on cer-
tain performance outcomes, indicating a potential “too much of a good thing” 
effect, where too high levels have a detrimental impact. Additionally, Conscien-
tiousness and Competitiveness, whilst predictive of emergence, were not found 
to be significant predictors of leadership effectiveness. Secondly, this study found 
that personality is still a strong predictor of organisational outcomes after in-
cluding and controlling for other leadership attributes (namely leadership com-
petencies). The combination of these two aims demonstrates that models of lead-
ership need to introduce more nuance into the specific dynamics and role that 
personality plays, where emergence and effectiveness are distinct processes re-
quiring different traits. 

There are some important implications of this study. First, that certain per-
sonality traits are good predictors of leadership success and hence it would do 
well for those interested in assessment and selection to consider them. Second, 
that some characteristics which assist an individual in emerging as a possible 
leader do not necessarily predict that they will succeed in the leadership role. 
Third, that two traits, namely Risk Approach and Ambiguity Acceptance, which 
are currently not assessed by the “Big Five” framework are important predictors 
of leadership success and therefore merit being measured in any leadership se-
lection exercise. 
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